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Abstract: 
Women are underrepresented globally in leadership roles. One theory 
suggests that this imbalance is due to a mismatch between the qualities 
women are perceived to have, and the qualities desired in business 
leaders. Yet little is known about whether this incongruence remains 
prevalent in the Australian business environment. To this end, the present 
study investigated gender stereotypes and desired leadership attributes in 
1885 participants from 25 companies using a propriety measure developed 
by a local diversity consulting company. Participants ranked the attributes 
that they believed were most important for leadership and rated the 
degree to which each attribute was associated with men or women. Men 
were more strongly associated with some agentic traits, whereas women 
were more strongly associated with a diverse range of both agentic and 
communal traits. Desired leadership qualities included both agentic and 
communal qualities, but generally favoured traits associated with women.  
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Abstract 
Women are underrepresented globally in leadership roles. One theory suggests that this 
imbalance is due to a mismatch between the qualities women are perceived to have, and the 
qualities desired in business leaders. Yet little is known about whether this incongruence remains 
prevalent in the Australian business environment. To this end, the present study investigated 
gender stereotypes and desired leadership attributes in 1885 participants from 25 companies 
using a propriety measure developed by a local diversity consulting company. Participants 
ranked the attributes that they believed were most important for leadership and rated the degree 
to which each attribute was associated with men or women. Men were more strongly associated 
with some agentic traits, whereas women were more strongly associated with a diverse range of 
both agentic and communal traits. Desired leadership qualities included both agentic and 
communal qualities, but generally favoured traits associated with women.
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1. Introduction 
Women are consistently under-represented in leadership roles relative to men worldwide. 
Although female representation in leadership has increased over time, no country has yet closed 
the wide gender gap in economic participation and opportunity, and political empowerment 
(World Economic Forum, 2014). For instance, women are markedly underrepresented on 
corporate boards across industries and countries, making up only 8-11% of all board members 
(Adams and Kirchmaier, 2016). Across member countries of the Organization for Economic 
Cooperation and Development (OECD), men occupy the majority of leadership positions, 
including a higher proportion of management roles and a higher number of seats in national 
parliaments relative to women (International Labour Organization, 2015; OECD, 2015). 
Australia is no exception in this regard (Workplace Gender Equality Agency, May 2016).  
 Globally, governments and other institutions have committed to addressing this inequity 
by implementing mandated and voluntary quotas, targets and reporting requirements (Krook and 
Norris, 2014; Klettner et al., 2016; Terjesen et al., 2015; Sojo et al., 2016). It has been argued 
that countries likely stand to benefit from gender equality (World Economic Forum, 2014; 
Elborgh-Woytek et al., 2013). The exact manner in which female representation enhances 
corporate performance are still being examined (Adams, 2016), but may include increased 
corporate social responsibility (Galbreath, 2016), innovation (Dezsö and Ross, 2012), board 
monitoring activities and strategy involvement (Post and Byron, 2015) and ethical and social 
compliance (Isidro and Sobral, 2015).  
 However, in order to achieve gender equality in leadership, it is important to understand 
the mechanisms that maintain inequality, which are likely multifaceted and complex (Eagly and 
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Heilman, 2016). Contributing causes for this inequality likely include: a perceived lack of fit 
between gender norms and leadership role requirements (Hoyt and Murphy, 2016; Lyness and 
Heilman, 2006; Hoyt and Burnette, 2013; Eagly and Karau, 2002), institutional barriers such as 
lack of promotional support and mentoring, workplace flexibility and child-rearing (Howe-
Walsh and Turnbull, 2016), as well as interpersonal differences in self-esteem (Howe-Walsh and 
Turnbull, 2016; Li et al., 2011) and power motivation to obtain a role with the ability to 
influence others (Schuh et al., 2014). These factors are likely interrelated (Hoobler et al., 2014).  
1.1 Role Congruity Theory (RCT) 
 Within this complex web of related factors, one factor that has been singled out as a 
particularly important cause is the perception that women lack key leadership qualities (Eagly 
and Heilman, 2016). Eagly and Karau’s (2002) seminal Role Congruity Theory (RCT) argues 
that there exists a perceived incongruity between stereotypically female qualities, which are 
sometimes referred to as “communal” (e.g. compassionate, team-player), and the qualities 
required for a leadership role, sometimes referred to as “agentic” (e.g. assertive, task oriented). 
The latter, agentic qualities are typically perceived to be stereotypically male. It is this mismatch 
that is thought to contribute to prejudice against female leaders. Accordingly, RCT (Eagly and 
Karau, 2002) further predicts that changes in either the stereotypical definitions of gender, or of 
leadership (or indeed of both gender and leadership), ought to reduce prejudice and enhance 
representation of women in leadership roles. Thus, in order to understand the impact of role 
incongruence on the current gender imbalance in leadership, it is important to measure both how 
people view women and how they view effective leaders, and the degree to which these two 
profiles match or mismatch. The present study sought to do this using a large data set sampled 
from Australian companies between 2012 and 2015.   
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 There are reasons to believe that traditional gender and leadership stereotypes may 
remain influential. A contemporary comparison of gender stereotypes from university students in 
1983 to a general population sample in 2014 in the United States indicated consistency across 
three decades, with women continuing to be associated with communal qualities and men with 
agentic characteristics (Haines et al., 2016). With respect to work roles, Schein's (1973) ‘think 
manager –  think male’ heuristic remained evident in a study of university students taken in 2002 
(Powell et al., 2002). This conforms with more recent studies (Stoker et al., 2012), including a 
meta-analysis of predominately student samples (Koenig et al., 2011) which have continued to 
find: a general preference for male managers, strong cultural masculine ideals of leadership (with 
men more associated with leadership than women), continued association of the “ideal” manager 
with agentic (i.e. stereotypically masculine) rather than communal qualities, and continued 
assessment of leadership-focused occupations as masculine roles. 
 However, there is also evidence of change in both gender stereotypes and in the preferred 
attributes of business leaders. For example, Berkery et al. (2013) found that although male 
university students continued to associate characteristics of managers more closely with those of 
males than females, female students did not. In addition, this study indicated that the close 
connection between men and “agentic” traits, and between women and “communal” traits, has 
weakened. Specifically, Berkery et al. (2013) found that although men continued to be described 
in mainly agentic terms, women were characterized as possessing both agentic and communal 
qualities (i.e. more androgynous), suggesting a modification to female stereotypes. Moreover, 
beliefs about gender and leadership appear malleable to experience. Stoker et al. (2012) observed 
that the preference for managers who were male, or who displayed masculine qualities, was 
reduced when the manager was female, or when there was a high representation of female 
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managers in the company. Consistent with this, a recent meta-analysis (Paustian-Underdahl et 
al., 2014) found that in male-dominated industries (e.g. military) male leaders were perceived as 
more effective than female leaders, but the reverse pattern was seen in female-dominated 
industries (e.g. education). 
 More generally, there is evidence of an emerging preference for a mix of communal and 
agentic qualities in business leaders. Koenig et al (2011) noted endorsement of traditionally 
masculine ideals of leadership by student, employee and manager populations has weakened 
over recent decades (Koenig et al., 2011). Jian and Fairhust (2017) suggested that preferred 
leadership styles have shifted from a predominately masculine (agentic) approach, to a more 
collaborative role that emphasizes communication, moral decision-making and contribution to 
organizational change. This trend is reflected in the concept of “transformational leadership,” 
which is highly correlated with leadership effectiveness (Lowe et al., 1996), and incorporates 
both agentic and communal qualities (Bass, 1985).  
This trend towards transformational leadership may favour the mix of attributes that are 
more commonly associated with women, than men. Women were rated higher on 
transformational leadership styles than men in a meta-analysis including both employee and 
leader samples (Eagly et al., 2003). Leaders who were perceived as more ‘feminine’ versus 
‘masculine’, and leaders who were perceived as higher in androgyny (i.e. both masculine and 
feminine qualities), were rated higher by their employees on transformational leadership, and 
women were more likely to be rated as androgynous than male managers (Kark et al., 2012). 
This change in desired leadership style may favour qualities that are more associated with female 
managers.  
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1.2. Gender stereotypes in Australian business leadership 
 Yet it remains unclear whether these changes are reflected in the attitudes held by 
employees in the contemporary Australian business context, because many of the studies 
reviewed earlier primarily sourced their information from either university students, or samples 
in other countries. This is important because, as Stoker et al (2011) have demonstrated, people’s 
attitudes towards gender and leadership are somewhat malleable and depend on their exposure to 
female co-workers and managers, and this exposure may be relatively high in Australia. 
Australia’s female workforce participation rate is higher than the OECD average, Australia ranks 
3rd globally for female educational attainment of a Bachelor’s degree, and has the highest 
proportion of female employees who are managers relative to other countries (Workplace Gender 
Equality Agency, May 2016). There have also been a number of efforts since 2010 to change the 
culture of the workplace to be more receptive to female leadership. Some prominent examples 
include: the creation of the federal government agency Workplace Gender Equality Agency 
(WGEA) to support the Workplace Gender Equality Act 2012 (Australian Government, 2012), a 
quota of 30% female representation on the 200 largest publically listed companies on the 
Australian Security Exchange (ASX200) by 2018 (currently at 25.3%; Australian Institute of 
Company Directors, 2017), and the founding of Male Champions of Change (MCC) in 2010, 
which includes government, university and business leaders across Australia committed to 
addressing gender inequity within their institution (Male Champions of Change, 2017). Such 
changes suggest a more inclusive work culture towards women in leadership positions and thus 
possible weakening of both gender and leadership stereotypes.  
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1.3. The Study.  
To this end, the present study was undertaken to provide a snapshot of beliefs about 
gender and leadership roles in the contemporary Australian context. The study measured 2224 
employees from 25 companies in Australia between 2012 and 2015, with respect to their beliefs 
about gender and leadership roles. To our knowledge this is the first large-scale, cross-sectional 
examination of gender attributions and preferred leadership qualities amongst employees in an 
Australia. The beliefs were measured by a diversity consulting company (the Company) who 
used their proprietary online attitudinal survey tool (the Measure) to assess potential gender 
biases within the workplace. The Measure required employees to separately assess the extent to 
which men and women were associated with a series of positive attributes (e.g. Focus, 
Assertiveness, Empathy). Then, in a separate task, it assessed the relative importance of these 
attributes in effective leadership. This two-part methodology affords a range of insights 
regarding gender roles and leadership roles, and their interaction, in the workplace. Three 
specific hypotheses were tested.  
1.4. Hypotheses 
First, one of the assumptions of Role Congruity Theory (RCT) is that there is relatively 
less overlap between the stereotypical qualities of women (i.e. communal) and the attributes 
people ascribe to effective leaders, in comparison with the stereotypical qualities of men (i.e. 
agentic). It was hypothesized that despite the efforts to engage women in Australian workplaces, 
this bias would be evident in the present data set (consistent with Haines et al., 2016) in the form 
of people giving higher scores (indicating a closer relationship) between men and agentic 
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qualities (e.g. Ambition, Assertive) than for women, and for the opposite pattern to hold for 
communal qualities (e.g. Develops Others, Communication).   
Second, with respect to the preferred leadership attributes, an “androgynous” (i.e. a mix 
of agentic and communal traits) was hypothesized to be preferred. While there is some evidence 
for the continued preference for agentic or masculine traits (e.g. Koenig et al., 2011; Stoker et al., 
2012), the shift towards a preference for transformational leadership styles (e.g. Jian and 
Fairhurst, 2017) suggests that communal qualities linked to enabling and supporting others 
would also be ranked high on importance.  
The third hypothesis concerned whether men and women would differ in their views 
about gender and leadership. Following from Berkery et al’s (2013) observations, it was 
predicted that male participants would continue to endorse a close association between men and 
agentic traits, and also rank agentic traits as desirable, more than would women. By contrast, it 
was predicted that women would be more likely to endorse an androgynous set of traits as 
desirable in leaders, and would be more likely to associate women with a range of both 
communal and agentic traits.  
 
2. Method 
2.1 Participants 
2,224 adults from 25 companies completed the task as part of a commercial diversity 
consultancy service (the Company). Gender disclosure was optional. 569 people (25.6%) did not 
identify their gender when performing the association ranking section of The Measure, and 339 
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did not identify their gender when performing the importance ranking section (15.24%). The data 
from these people were excluded from the subsequent analyses, leaving 1655 (74.4%) people in 
the analysis of association ratings and 1885 (84.76%) in the analysis of importance rankings. 
Regarding gender breakdown, 36.25% of the association ratings data were provided by women 
(the remainder identified as men), and 37.87% of the importance ranking data were provided by 
women (the remainder identified as men). Age information was not systematically provided and 
so was not analyzed.  
The companies self-identified which sectors they operated in. This sample was primarily 
drawn from three sectors: banking and finance (57.50%), fast-moving consumer goods (18.62%), 
and legal services (6.77%). In descending order of contribution, the remaining clients were 
drawn from: retail, construction and engineering, science and research, property, public sector, 
professional services, hospitality, oil and gas, and logistics. All participants signed a consent 
form indicating that anonymized data collected within the Measure could be used for research 
purposes. 
2.2 Design 
The Measure was based loosely upon the Repertory Grid technique based on Personal Construct 
Theory (PCT; Kelly, 1955). It is often used in consumer research to better understand a 
consumer’s attributions and first impressions of which they may not be aware of or able to 
explicitly state (Baxter et al., 2014; Marsden and Littler, 2000). The repertory grid format was 
originally designed for use with individuals or small groups rather than to survey larger 
populations, although the exact manner in which it is used varies substantially across contexts.  
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In this instance, the Company used a positivistic (i.e. quantitative) nomothetic (i.e. an 
approach that establishes broad, general principles rather than idiosyncratic responses) variant of 
the repertory grid method (Tan and Hunter, 2002). More specifically, for each work grouping 
(company, team or division) involved in the study, a small group of senior managers were first 
asked to nominate the attributes they believed were most important for leadership (without 
regard to gender). After generating a long list of attributes, this list was whittled down to a list of 
the 8 most important attributes via a group discussion facilitated by a consultant from the 
Company. The same group of managers also identified the sub-populations (e.g. men, women, 
older people, various ethnicities) that had a substantial presence within each company (or were 
otherwise deemed important).  Each company nominated between 7 and 15 different sub-
populations of individuals. Gender-defined groups (men, women) were almost always amongst 
those chosen, and are the exclusive focus of this analysis.  
The Measure was then constructed based upon the 8 chosen attributes and the chosen 
sub-populations, and distributed to participants. All participants performed two tasks within the 
Measure. They ranked the 8 attributes in order of importance (using a forced-choice procedure) 
and they separately assessed each of the nominated sub-populations (e.g. men, women) on each 
of these attributes (using a Likert scale; see Procedure for more detail). Because the different 
companies nominated different attributes as most important for leadership (a core feature of the 
bespoke consultancy service offered by the Company), the exact attributes that participants rated 
and ranked differed from company to company. In total, 195 different attributes were selected 
across all companies, but many of these variations were different wordings of the same property 
(e.g. one company selected “Seeks innovation,” another chose “Seeks innovation & performance 
improvement” and a third chose “Innovation”). To address this limitation, the 195 attributes were 
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pooled according to theme, down to a smaller set of 27 attributes (denoted with capitals 
throughout). The method used to collate these items is detailed in Supplementary Materials.  
2.3 Procedure 
Once each organization had decided on the groups (e.g. gender, ethnicity) and attributes (e.g. 
Assertiveness, Communication) to be assessed, all individuals within that work unit were 
required to complete a two-part online task based upon the eight selected attributes (the 
Measure). This was completed individually, either in the workplace or elsewhere at their 
discretion (this differed between companies).  
Each participant made eight ratings (one per attribute) for each of the groups assessed 
(e.g. men, women) using an onscreen Likert response scale labelled 1 to 8. The far right end of 
the continuum was labelled with the positive pole of the attribute (e.g. “Ambitious”), and the far 
left end of continuum was labelled with the negative pole of the attribute (e.g. “Not ambitious”). 
Each question required participants to assess to what degree a particular group (e.g. women) 
embodied a particular attribute (e.g. Accountability) on a scale from 1 to 8, with higher scores 
indicating a close positive association. Because the number of groups assessed differed between 
companies, this meant that each person made between 72 and 216 ratings. Each rating was 
required to be made within 10s.  
Following these ratings, participants were then asked to rank how important each of these 
same eight attributes were for effective leadership. The ranking judgments were made using a 
four-answer forced-choice protocol.  In this task, four attributes were shown on each screen. 
Within each set of four attributes, people were asked to select the most important attribute for a 
good leader, and also the least important attribute. Each person made 8 such forced choice 
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decisions (each attribute was shown on 4 trials per person). These importance ratings were made 
separately to the ratings on the degree to which a particular group embodied a particular 
attribute. That is to say, at no time were respondents directly asked whether men and women 
were better leaders, or to directly compare genders on any attribute.  
2.4 Data analysis 
Each individual contributed association ratings for 8 of the 27 listed attributes for male 
and female target groups. This meant that different attributes were rated by samples of different 
sizes (e.g. more people rated the two genders on Accountability than on Resilience). To address 
this inconsistency in sample size, the responses to each of the attributes were analyzed 
separately. Specifically, for each of the 27 attributes, the mean association ratings (a score 
between 1 and 8) was calculated for each of the two target groups (men, women). These data 
were further divided by the gender of the respondent (male, female). This effectively yielded a 
separate 2 x 2 ANOVA for each of the 27 attributes, with one between subjects factor (the 
gender of the respondent: male, female), and one within-subjects factor (the group that was rated 
on that attribute: men or women). 
These data were analyzed using two kinds of inferential analyses. First, 27 separate two-
tailed, paired t-tests were used to examine whether there were any differences in the degree to 
which respondents (averaged across genders) associated each attribute with men or with women. 
This yield a mean difference score per attribute (difference scores favouring women were scored 
positively). A second analysis examined whether the magnitude of these difference scores 
depended upon the gender of the respondent. To this end, a set of 27 independent-samples, two-
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tailed t-tests were used to determine whether the difference scores for each attribute differed 
between male and female respondents.  
With respect to the ranking data (whereby participants chose which attributes were more 
important for leadership in sets of four), the overall probability of endorsing any particular 
attribute as most important was calculated across all respondents (i.e. number of endorsements/ 
number of presentations of each attribute). The overall probability of endorsing an attribute as 
least important was calculated equivalently. These two values were subtracted from each other 
(i.e. P(endorse as most important) – P(endorse as least important)), to yield a difference score for 
each attribute, which is hereafter referred to as the Importance Index of each attribute (range: -1 
to 1, with more important attributes having more positive scores). These scores are summarized 
in Table 1. In addition, to examine whether male or female respondents ranked different 
attributes as more or less important, a set of 27 two-tailed, Chi-square tests were used to 
determine whether the proportion of responses (least important, most important, neither least nor 
most important) for each attribute differed as a function of the gender of the respondent.  
Type I error was controlled using the Šidák (1967) correction, which resulted in a critical 
value of p = .0019. Cohen’s d was used as the primary effect size measure for parametric 
statistics (Cohen, 1988; Morris, 2002; Ray and Shadish, 1996) and Cramér’s V (1946) was used 
for non-parametric statistics. Calculations were performed using Microsoft Excel (version 2016) 
and IBM SPSS (version 22).  
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3. Results 
3.1 Attribute ratings by gender.  
Overall people discriminated between the genders on a wide range of attributes, as shown in 
Figure 1. The number of respondents differed per attribute. The sample size for each attribute is 
summarized in Table 1. The difference score between the mean association of each attribute with 
women, and the degree to which that attribute was associated with men, was shown in Figure 1. 
These difference scores had a range of -8 to 8, with positive scores indicative of an attribute 
more associated with women. Paired samples t-tests revealed that people more strongly 
associated women than men with 13 attributes, as indicated by rightward columns in Figure 1. 
Women scored significantly higher than men on: Accountability, t(1133) = 17.72, p < .001, d = 
0.53, Client Focus, t(514) = 9.15, p < .001, d = 0.40, Collaboration, t(514) = 13.00, p < .001, d = 
0.58, Communication, t(514) = 4.10, p < .001, d = 0.16, Develops others, t(604) = 12.39, p < 
.001, d = 0.50, Empathy, t(92) = 3.64, p < .001, d = 0.38, Flexibility, t(624) = 13.32, p < .001, d 
= 0.54, Focus, t(542) = 4.52, p < .001, d = 0.19, Innovative, t(1021) = 7.19, p < .001, d = 0.23, 
Inspirational, t(616) = 9.18, p < .001, d = 0.37, Problem-solving, t(530) = 5.03, p < .001, d = 
0.22, Reflective Practice, t(62) = 4.29, p < .001, d = 0.54, Vision, t(68) = 3.43, p < .001, d = 
0.41.  
[INSERT FIGURE 1 HERE] 
By contrast, men were more strongly associated with five attributes than were women. 
These included: Acknowledged, t(51) = 5.08, p < .001, d = 0.71, Ambition, t(1384) = 7.55, p < 
.001, d = 0.20, Assertiveness, t(451) = 14.66, p < .001, d = 0.70, Credibility, t(253) = 6.08, p < 
.001, d = 0.59, Judgment, t(993) = 7.38, p < .001, d = 0.24. On a further nine attributes, there 
Page 14 of 40
http://mc.manuscriptcentral.com/AJM
Australian Journal of Management
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
45
46
47
48
49
50
51
52
53
54
55
56
57
58
59
60
For Peer Review
GENDER AND LEADERSHIP ATTRIBUTIONS IN CORPORATE AUSTRALIA 
 
Page 15 of 34 
 
were no significant differences in the degree to which respondents associated each attribute with 
men or women: Acumen, t(365) < 1, p = .36, d = 0.05, Commitment, t(66) = 2.62, p = .01, d = 
0.32, Creativity, t(68) = 2.10, p = .04, d = 0.25,  Effectiveness, t(361) = 2.96, p = .003, d = 0.16, 
Initiative, t(74) = 1.89, p = .06, d = 0.22, Leadership, t(513) < 1, p = .61, d = 0.02, Relationships, 
t(888) = 3.02, p = .003, d = 0.10, Resilience, t(50)= 2.26, p = .03, d = 0.32, Work-life Balance, 
t(259)= 1.02, p = .31, d = 0.06.  
A second question pertains to whether the gender of the respondent influenced the degree 
to which they associated a particular attribute (e.g. Resilience) more with men or with women. 
To determine this, a “bias” score was calculated for each attribute, and for each respondent. The 
bias score was simply the difference in ratings given to women and men by that respondent on 
that attribute (a positive score indicated a bias towards women). The bias scores for each 
attribute are plotted separately for male and female respondents in Figure 2. Independent samples 
t-tests were used to determine whether men or women showed larger biases on any of the 
attributes. Overall, female respondents gave more favourable attribute ratings to women (than 
male respondents did) on three attributes: Accountability, t(1132)= 5.29, p < .001, d = 0.33,  
Develops Others, t(603)= 3.71, p < .001, d = 0.33, and Problem-Solving, t(529) = 3.52, p < .001, 
d = 0.34. More specifically, both genders rated women as more accountable and more likely to 
develop others than men, but female respondents did so to a greater extent. Male respondents did 
not show a bias towards women in the Problem Solving attribute, whereas female respondents 
associated Problem Solving more with women than with men.  
[INSERT FIGURE 2 HERE] 
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Female respondents gave significantly less favourable attribute ratings to women (than 
male respondents did) on three attributes: Assertiveness, t(450)= 3.38, p < .001, d = 0.32, 
Credibility, t(252)= 4.07, p < .001, d = 0.53, and Relationships, t(887) = 3.27, p = .001, d = 0.24. 
More specifically, both genders rated men as more assertive than women, but female respondents 
did so to a greater extent. Male respondents did not differ in the degree to which they associated 
Credibility with males or females, whereas female respondents associated Credibility more with 
men than women. Male respondents gave higher ratings to women on Relationships, whereas 
females did not. Gender of the respondent did not significantly affect ratings for the other 
attributes.  
3.2 Importance rankings 
The probability with which a respondent nominated a particular attribute as either the most or 
least important attribute is summarized in Table 1. An Importance Index was calculated for each 
attribute (see Data Analysis). Aggregating across all respondents, Leadership was the attribute 
most frequently endorsed as important for a good leader, whereas Acknowledged was the least 
frequently endorsed.  
[INSERT TABLE 1 HERE] 
More interestingly, there was some variation in the ordering of leadership attributes 
between the genders, as shown in Figure 3. Some attributes were considered more important by 
females than males, and others vice versa. To examine this, 27 Sidak-corrected, Chi-square tests 
were conducted on people’s forced-choice responses. Specifically, the total number of choices of 
most important, least important or neither (3 values) were tallied separately for male and female 
respondents (2 genders). This was done separately for each of the 27 attributes, resulting in 27 
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separate 3 (forced choice response) x 2 (gender of respondent) Chi-square analyses. These tests 
determined whether people’s likelihood of selecting an attribute as most important, least 
important or neither depended on their gender. Overall, men placed significantly more 
importance on Accountability χ2 (2) = 12.63, p = .002, V = .03, Acumen, χ2(2) = 35.57, p < .001, 
V = .09, Commitment, χ2 (2) = 15.10, p < .001, V = .16, and Focus, χ2 (2) = 72.08, p < .001, V = 
.13. Women placed more emphasis on Relationships, χ2 (2) = 14.18, p < .001, V = .05, 
Communication, χ2 (2) = 21.80, p < .001, V = .06, Innovation, χ2 (2) = 19.54, p < .001, V = .05, 
Leadership, χ2 (2) = 41.62, p < .001, V = .09, and Credibility, χ2 (2) = 14.07, p < .001, V = .08. 
 [INSERT FIGURE 3 HERE] 
3.3 Preferred Leader 
The vertical axes of Figures 1 and 2 was ordered according to the Importance Index of each 
attribute (see Table 1 for details). That is, the attributes that appear at the top of the axes were 
those ranked as most important by respondents, with male and female respondents in general 
agreement as to the ranking. Overall women tended to be more associated with most of the 
attributes chosen (indicated by most of the columns pointing rightwards in Figures 1 and 2 i.e. 
positive scores indicative of an attribute more associated with women). Perhaps more 
importantly, those attributes that were ranked as most important (shown at the top of each 
figure), tended to be more associated with women than men (indicated by rightward columns). 
The few attributes that were more closely associated with men (indicated by leftward facing 
columns) tended to be middling or lower on importance. In sum, both male and female staff 
associated the attributes they preferred in a leader more with women, than with men. 
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4. Discussion 
4.1. Summary of Findings 
 Preferred leadership qualities were assessed in a contemporary, Australian corporate 
context. For each leadership attribute chosen, people separately rated the extent to which they 
believed that attribute was associated with men, and equivalently the degree to which it was 
associated with women. Overall, there general trend was for people to rank the attributes that 
were more associated with women as more important in leadership, and complementarily, they 
tended to rank the attributes more associated with men as less important. There was also 
evidence of the continued application of existing gender stereotypes, with men being more 
associated with qualities such as Assertiveness and Credibility (agentic qualities). By contrast, 
women were generally more closely associated with communal qualities than men (e.g. Develops 
Others and Collaborative). However, there was also evidence of some degradation of the 
traditional male/female divide, as women were also highly associated with qualities such as 
Problem Solving, Innovation, Vision, and Accountability, which historically would have been 
considered more agentic, and thus masculine. With respect to the question of whether these 
beliefs differed as a function of the gender of the respondent, the overall pattern indicated 
substantial agreement between the genders. However, there were a small number of reliable 
differences between men and women in (i) the degree to which they associated some attributes 
with men and women, and (ii) the import they placed on various attributes in their leaders. These 
are discussed below.  
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4.2 Evaluation of Hypotheses. 
Role Congruity Theory (Eagly and Karau, 2002) suggests that the relative absence of 
women in leadership roles may be due, in part, to an incongruity between the attributes assumed 
to be possessed by women, and those assumed to be important in leaders. In broad terms, RCT 
proposed that people prefer agentic qualities in their leaders, but associate women with more 
communal qualities, and hence may perceive an incongruity between female qualities and 
leadership qualities. Consistent with this prediction (Hypothesis 1), we found that men are 
associated with agentic qualities such as Assertiveness and Credibility more so than women. 
Complementarily, women were more associated (than men) with communal qualities such as 
Develops Others and Collaborative. However, the overall trend was more nuanced than this 
simple division, with women also being more strongly associated than men with a range of 
agentic qualities such as Problem-Solving, Innovation, Vision, and Accountability. This is 
consistent with the prior investigations of changes in gender roles. Haines et al. (2016) found 
stability in male stereotypes amongst both undergraduate students and a broader sample of the 
general US population, whereas women were associated with a mix of agentic and communal 
terms (instead of solely feminine characteristics) in a separate sample of undergraduate students 
(Berkery et al., 2013).  
Our second hypothesis concerned the traits that people preferred in their business leaders, 
and whether this differed by the gender of the respondent. It was predicted that the ideal leader 
would be androgynous, in that they would possess traits typically associated with masculinity 
and also those associated with femininity (Kark et al., 2012). This is in marked contrast to classic 
management theory (Schein, 1973, Powell et al., 2002), which posited that stereotypically 
masculine traits ought to be preferred, such as Ambition or Assertiveness. Consistent with our 
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hypothesis, an androgynous blend of attributes was ranked as most important in leaders (i.e. 
Accountable, Develops Others, Vision, Acumen and Communication). Interestingly, the trait 
Ambition, which has been traditionally closely associated with both masculinity and leadership, 
was ranked as the second least important attribute for a leader (by both genders). Our results 
contribute to the growing literature on androgynous leadership in other cultural contexts such as 
Israel and Ireland (Kark et al., 2012; Berkery et al., 2013), thereby showing that this trend is also 
present in the qualities that Australian employees desire in business leadership. Our cross-
sectional results are also consistent with studies showing that over time the masculine stereotype 
of leadership is becoming less preferred (Koenig et al., 2011), and an increased preference for 
more feminine and androgynous leadership traits (Stoker et al., 2012). This is in clear contrast to 
the ideal masculine manager preferred as recently as a decade ago (Powell et al., 2002).  
Finally, the present findings showed that male and female respondents were in broad 
agreement on rankings for the most important leadership qualities, although there were some 
minor variations between the genders. Specifically, people tended to prefer traits that were 
stereotypical of their own gender. Consistent with our third hypothesis – based on work by 
Stoker and colleagues (2012) – female respondents rated more feminine or communal 
characteristics (i.e. Communication, Relationships) as more important for leadership than did 
men (although both genders rated these qualities as important overall). Also, consistent with 
Berkerty et al’s (2013) data, male respondents in the current study rated masculine or agentic 
qualities (i.e. Accountable, Acumen) higher in importance than did female respondents. This 
finding suggests that, amongst men at least, there is some degree of endorsement of more 
traditional, long-standing leadership beliefs discussed in the introduction: ‘think manager – think 
male’ (Schein, 1973) and ‘think manager – think masculine’ (Powell et al., 2002).  
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4.3. Implications.  
The present study contributes cross-sectional evidence that traditional gender and leader 
stereotypes are less dominant in the modern Australian context. At one level, this finding is 
unsurprising, given that others have documented marked cultural shifts in both gender and 
leadership stereotypes, growing popular prioritization of female representation in leadership, and 
a consensus in the academic literature concerning the absence of any difference in competence 
and leadership effectiveness between the genders (see Paustian-Underdahl et al., 2014). Yet 
these cultural and academic shifts do not appear to have transferred into an abundance of women 
in leadership roles, which has prompted some prominent authors to ask “Why aren't there more 
women leaders?” (pg. 349, Eagly and Heilman, 2016). One possibility is that although there may 
be some weakening of stereotypical attributions around masculine and feminine leadership styles 
(Berkery et al., 2013; Stoker et al., 2012), it is possible that gender and leadership stereotypes 
take time to alter, given their multifaceted and complex nature. For example, some of the 
complicating cultural factors that have been hypothesized to present barriers to women taking up 
leadership roles in the workplace include: stereotypes around expression of emotion by leaders in 
the workplace (Brescoll, 2016), perceptions of low legitimacy of female leaders (Vial et al., 
2016), lowered accumulation of career capital, which is required for promotion to executive level 
positions (Fitzsimmons and Callan, 2016), and more complex interactions between racial 
stereotypes with those of gender and leader stereotypes (Rosette et al., 2016). Fitzsimmons and 
Callan (2016) summarized these processes in a three level model of gendered forces wherein 
societal (e.g. gendered roles), organizational (e.g. access to mentoring and flexible working 
hours), and individual factors (e.g. modelling of gender roles in the household, subject selection 
at school, timing of children) limit opportunities to gain and maintain career capital. 
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The present study was not designed to assess the most efficacious methods for remedying 
this situation. Nevertheless it did provide insights relevant to this discussion. For example, the 
data suggest that efforts to increase or enhance stereotypically male characteristics (such as 
Ambition or Assertiveness) in women in an effort to reduce role incongruity, and thereby 
increase acceptance of women in leadership, has the potential to be counterproductive. Although 
Ambition and Assertiveness were preferentially associated with men in this sample, these 
attributes were also strongly dispreferred in leaders generally. The implication is that adding 
these qualities to a hypothetical, aspiring female manager may not make her a more desirable 
leadership candidate. This observation accords with experimental evidence suggesting that 
merely adjusting women’s behaviour to match those of her male colleagues does not result in 
favourable outcomes for women (see Eagly, Makhijani, and Klonsky, 1992 for a review).  
Ultimately, it is heartening to see a closer alignment between employee’s views as to 
which attributes are most important in leadership in the contemporary Australian environment, 
and which attributes are most associated with women . Yet there likely remain several obstacles 
to achieving gender equality in business leadership, and the changes needed to most efficiently 
rectify this continuing inequality remains the subject of active investigation (Eagly and Heilman, 
2016). 
4.4 Limitations and future research 
The present findings are the product of a large sample of employed individuals across 
multiple organisations and industries. Obtaining data from a commercial HR consultancy 
company has the obvious advantage of affording large quantities of “real” data derived from 
individuals in the workplace (thereby offering high ecological validity). However, such 
collection methods have inevitable limitations brought about by a reduced capacity to exert 
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control over study design. For example, employees were required to undertake the Measure by 
their managers. Moreover, the responses of each individual were not anonymized; each 
respondent received personalized feedback from the Company based on their responses. Despite 
efforts by The Company to urge honesty in responses and to normalize the presence of gendered 
biases, it remains likely that resultant ratings may not entirely reflect employees’ personal 
opinion.  
With respect to the sample more broadly, it is important to note that the companies 
involved were self-selecting. They voluntarily paid for an inclusion and diversity self-
assessment. Thus, the data may disproportionately represent companies with progressive 
attitudes towards gender in leadership (volunteer bias). In addition, it could be expected that such 
progressive organisations also attract individuals with similar values. Notably the respondents 
were disproportionately drawn from the banking and finance sector (57% of respondents), which 
some have argued is a more progressive sector in terms of gender diversity globally (Brammer et 
al., 2007), but possibly not in the Australian context (Kang et al., 2007). Similarly, because the 
data collection method was cross-sectional rather than longitudinal, no inferences about changing 
attitudes towards women in leadership across time were possible.  
Nevertheless, it is a particular strength of the assessment technique that the respondents 
were never directly asked about the effectiveness of male or female leaders (a potentially 
emotive question). They were instead asked separately which attributes are associated with each 
gender, and then after a period of time they were asked about which attributes make good 
leaders. It is only through transitive inference that one could connect these data so as to make a 
case for the superiority of male or female leaders. For example, if one sought to intentionally rate 
women as preferred leaders in order to impress the assessor, this would require the respondent to 
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track their individual ratings for each gender for each of eight attributes (e.g. men are 4 of 8 on 
accountability, women are 6 of 8), and then use this information to subsequently drive their 
preference rankings of those leadership attributes (e.g. “because I rated women higher than men 
on accountability, and because I believe women are better leaders, I will say accountability is 
more important for leadership”). While such motivated response strategies are possible, they 
would be mnemonically intensive to apply broadly, particularly because men and women were 
not the only groups rated. Typically, ratings for the two genders were intermixed with ratings for 
as many as a dozen other sub-populations (e.g. older adults, Caucasian people), for each of the 
eight attributes that every respondent assessed. In this way, the Measure made direct strategic 
responding difficult. Moreover, one could argue that any strategic responding ought to have been 
most evident in people’s ratings for the Leadership attribute, as this attribute most directly asked 
participants whether they associated men or women with Leadership capacity. Yet this attribute 
was not more closely associated with one gender or the other (by either male or female 
respondents). In any case, it appears likely that the present measure would be less impacted by 
such response strategies than explicit self-report measures of attitudes, which are commonplace 
in the literature (e.g. Stoker et al., 2012, Haines et al., 2016).  
Finally, because the primary purpose of the measure was commercial, not research, a 
number of variables often considered important in contemporary theories of diversity were not 
collected. For example, it could be expected that attitudes toward gender and leadership would 
likely be influenced by: the nature of previous experiences with male and female managers 
(Duehr and Bono, 2006), the proportion of male to female managers in an organization (Stoker et 
al., 2012), and the respondent’s seniority within the company (Paustian-Underdahl et al., 2014). 
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It remains for future investigations to identify the role of these variables in shaping attitudes 
towards gender and leadership within the Australian workplace.  
4.5. Conclusion 
 A large-scale, quantitative analysis of employee’s beliefs about gender and leadership 
qualities revealed that people preferred attributes in their leaders that were more commonly 
associated with women, than men. Conversely, the attributes that were preferentially associated 
with men, rather than women, were typically viewed as less favourable in leaders. Together, 
these findings suggest that there is relatively little role incongruity between the characteristics 
associated with effective leaders, and those associated with women (at least in this sample). Yet 
there remain fewer female leaders in the Australian corporate context than men. The present data 
suggest this will not be remedied by increasing agentic traits in women (women were already 
associated with desirable agentic traits), but instead by focusing on the complex and multi-
faceted factors that continue to limit the equal participation of women in business leadership in 
Australia. 
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Figure 1.  
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Figure captions 
Figure 1. Mean differences in respondents’ ratings of men and their ratings of women on the 27 
questioned attributes. Measurement is in raw response units (on the 1-8 response scale). Positive 
scores (plotted rightwards) indicate higher endorsement ratings for women than men. Negative 
scores were plotted leftwards and indicate higher scores for men than women. Error bars 
represent 95% confidence intervals. Attributes on the vertical axis are ordered from most to least 
important (as ranked by respondents).  
Figure 2. Mean differences in respondents’ ratings of men and women on the 27 questioned 
attributes. As in Figure 1, the measurement is shown in raw response units (on the 1-8 response 
scale), with positive scores indicating higher endorsement ratings for women than men. Positive 
scores were plotted rightwards, negative scores were plotted facing left. Unlike Figure 1, the data 
shown here were further divided according to the gender of the respondent, with the responses of 
females shown in filled columns and those of men shown in unfilled columns. Attributes on the 
vertical axis are ordered from most to least important (as ranked by respondents). Error bars 
depict the standard error of the mean. 
Figure 3. The mean Importance Index for each attribute, separated by the gender of the 
respondent. Filled columns indicate the responses of females, unfilled columns represent the 
responses of male. Positive scores indicated a particularly important attribute, and are plotted 
rightwards. Negative scores indicate an unimportant attribute and are plotted leftwards. See 
Table 1 and the main text for descriptions as to how the Importance Index for each attribute was 
calculated. 
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Table 1 
Attribute 
Association 
Ratings (N) 
% Most 
Important 
% Least 
Important 
Importance 
Index 
Leadership 514 53.61 14.47 39.14 
Accountable 1134 38.38 5.35 33.03 
Vision 69 46.05 13.16 32.89 
Develops Others 605 36.78 10.38 26.40 
Acumen 366 31.54 11.06 20.48 
Communication 515 31.26 11.72 19.54 
Judgment 994 25.38 14.46 10.93 
Relationships 889 24.07 16.15 7.92 
Inspires 617 26.29 20.57 5.72 
Client Focus 515 22.44 17.37 5.07 
Creative 69 25.76 20.96 4.80 
Collaborative 515 22.78 19.03 3.75 
Empathic 93 25.79 23.68 2.11 
Credible 254 19.15 20.85 -1.70 
Innovative 1022 20.45 24.46 -4.01 
Flexible 625 16.20 22.23 -6.03 
Effective 362 15.79 28.43 -12.63 
Committed 67 6.79 23.21 -16.43 
Initiative 75 14.77 36.65 -21.88 
Reflective 63 11.86 38.98 -27.12 
Problem Solving 531 12.20 39.62 -27.42 
Focus 543 5.90 41.32 -35.42 
Assertive 452 7.90 45.29 -37.38 
Resilient 51 6.55 45.83 -39.29 
Work-life Balance 260 3.26 48.88 -45.62 
Ambitious 1385 5.18 56.11 -50.93 
Acknowledged 52 1.25 59.17 -57.92 
 
Note: The 27 attributes distilled from participants’ self-chosen leaderships attributes, ordered by 
their Importance score. The left hand column indicates the number of people who made ratings 
of the association between that attribute and the two gender groups (men, women). The next 
column indicates the percentage of times each attribute was ranked as most important. The next 
column indicates the percentage of times that each attributes was ranked as least important. 
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(These values do not sum to 100 because participants chose between four options on every trial, 
not two). The right-hand column shows the difference between the previous two percentages. 
This difference score is referred to as the Importance score for each attribute.  
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Figure 1. Mean differences in respondents’ ratings of men and their ratings of women on the 27 questioned 
attributes. Measurement is in raw response units (on the 1-8 response scale). Positive scores (plotted 
rightwards) indicate higher endorsement ratings for women than men. Negative scores were plotted 
leftwards and indicate higher scores for men than women. Error bars represent 95% confidence intervals. 
Attributes on the vertical axis are ordered from most to least important (as ranked by respondents).  
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Figure 2. Mean differences in respondents’ ratings of men and women on the 27 questioned attributes. As in 
Figure 1, the measurement is shown in raw response units (on the 1-8 response scale), with positive scores 
indicating higher endorsement ratings for women than men. Positive scores were plotted rightwards, 
negative scores were plotted facing left. Unlike Figure 1, the data shown here were further divided according 
to the gender of the respondent, with the responses of females shown in filled columns and those of men 
shown in unfilled columns. Attributes on the vertical axis are ordered from most to least important (as 
ranked by respondents). Error bars depict the standard error of the mean.  
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Figure 3. The mean Importance Index for each attribute, separated by the gender of the respondent. Filled 
columns indicate the responses of females, unfilled columns represent the responses of male. Positive scores 
indicated a particularly important attribute, and are plotted rightwards. Negative scores indicate an 
unimportant attribute and are plotted leftwards. See Table 1 and the main text for descriptions as to how 
the Importance Index for each attribute was calculated.    
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Supplementary Materials: Method for Attribute Collation. 
The 195 response items that were idiosyncratically chosen by the various company and work 
groupings are detailed in Table A1. Because each group surveyed had the freedom to choose 
their own items, and the precise wording of that item, there was little overlap in the items chosen 
between work groups and companies. Yet the groups very often chose similar attributes. In order 
to provide more data per attribute, we grouped the thematically similar items. Unfortunately, 
there was no way to quantitatively establish the overlap between items that were grouped 
together, as each respondent only submitted data for 8 items out of a pool of 195, and these 8 
items were not randomly sampled from the 195 possible items; each respondent in a particular 
work group rated the same 8 items. This meant that no respondent provided data for both 
“natural born leader” and “leadership,” so e.g. correlational or cluster analyses could not be 
meaningfully used. Similarly, principled qualitative analyses were excluded because there was 
no obligation for different companies to be guided by a similar model of leadership (or gender) 
roles, so it was inappropriate to measure adherence to a particular a priori model of leadership. 
Instead, the items were grouped according to theme by consensus amongst the first two authors, 
with any disagreement resolved by including more attributes (rather than fewer). For example, 
there was disagreement about whether the items contained within Focus and Committed should 
be pooled, so both groupings were retained (rather than pooled). This approach reduced the 
available sample size per item, but also minimized subjectivity in the attribute pooling process.  
The raw items that were grouped into the 27 attributes analyzed are summarized in Table 
A1. Note that items which differed only on the basis of differential spelling or word spacing (e.g. 
problem-solving, problem solving) were not duplicated in the table (so fewer than 195 attributes 
are shown).  
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Attribute Response Items 
Leadership Natural born leader, Leadership, Leads with vision & values, Exhibits 
leadership qualities. 
Accountable Accountability, Integrity, Reliable, reliable delivering work, Reliable in 
delivering work, Trustworthy & Authentic. 
Vision Strategic thinking, Strategic Vision, Creates compelling vision, Clear 
direction. 
Develops Others Share knowledge and help others, Developing people, Develops others, 
Develop others, Committed to developing others. 
Acumen Demonstrates business acumen, Business acumen, Business 
recommendations are credible, Managing risk. 
Communication Communication, Communication inspires confidence, Good 
communicators, Open Communication. 
Judgment Decision making, Objective & rational, Objective and decisive, 
Judgement, Judgement & Strategic Orientation, Makes tough decisions. 
Relationships Relationship Building, Competent building relationships, Builds effective 
business relationships, Builds effective relationships. 
Inspires Drive action in others, Energises, Inspire, Inspire and engage, Inspire and 
motivate, Inspire Clients, Inspire confidence. 
Client Focus Strategic customer focus, Passion for Customers, Develops customer 
focus, Customer Focus, Client Centric, Client commitment. 
Creative Risk taking, Entrepreneurial, Entrepreneurial Orientation, Creative & 
Takes Risks, Creative and open to risks. 
Collaborative Works collaboratively, Works together, Work effectively with others, Puts 
Team First, Fosters collaboration, Inclusive, Consultative, Collaborative & 
cooperative, Easy to engage with, Comfortable including in team, 
Confident including in team. 
Empathic Respect for People, Respects tradition & hierarchy, Empathetic , Empathy 
and working well with diverse others, Empowerment. 
Credible Self-regulation and accountability, Technical experience, 
Recommendations credible & valued, Generates credible new ideas, High 
scientific impact. 
Innovative Takes initiative to innovate, Seeks innovation , Seeks innovation & 
performance improvement, Seeks innovation and improvement, 
Innovation, Innovative ideas are credible, Innovative ideas are credible and 
valued. 
Flexible Adaptability, Adaptable, Adjust quickly to change, Agile and flexible, 
Embrace change, Managing Change, Open to new ideas, Open to new 
ways. 
Effective Delivers consistently, Delivers Results, Drive outcomes, Meets demands 
hi prof. clients, Meets demands of clients, Results Driven, Results 
Orientation. 
Committed Serious about career, commitment to developing others, Committed & 
hard working, Committed to org. 
Initiative Seeks opportunity, Self directing and taking initiative, proactive  in 
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building business opps. 
Reflective Seek help and honest about own capability, Self-Insight, Open to feedback 
and difference of opinion, Reflective and learn, Curious and Learn, 
Displays self awareness. 
Problem Solving Problem solving, Solves complex problems, Thrives on challenges, 
Assesses & solves. 
Focus Undivided attention to their work, Focused, Discipline. 
Assertive Command authority, Assertive and forthcoming, Assertive and self-
promoting, Be Bold. 
Resilient Resilience, Displays resilience. 
Work-Life Balance Achieves work life balance, Balance work and personal life. 
Ambitious Ambition and drive, Ambitious, Ambitious and committed, Are ambitious 
& competitive, Career driven and ambitious, Motivated and driven, self 
promoting, Will to win. 
Acknowledged Allocated major projects, On leaders' radar, On Leaders’ Radar. 
Table A1.  
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